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There is special concern for young children in poverty because of its 
prevalence and long-term consequences . . . 

• more than 40% of all births in the U.S. are Medicaid supported 

• childhood poverty increases the chances that this child is: 

  – less likely to finish high school 

  -- more likely to be poor 

  -- less likely to be working as a young adult 

• the longer that children are poor during the early years, the 
worse are adult outcomes 

• the younger the child, the worse are adult outcomes 

What can account for these consequences? 



Consequences 
of Poverty for 
Children 

Economic stresses 
• housing instability
• lower school quality
• poor health care
• risky neighborhoods

Emotional stresses 
• social isolation
• parental stress
• substance abuse risk
• legal problems

Family Stress 

• marital difficulty
• maternal depression

Parenting Quality

• low investment
• low nurturance / involvement

• greater punitiveness

Relational Influences

• Security of attachment
• Stress buffering support
• Parent-child discourse

Child Functioning
• Neurocognitive development
• Stress neurobiology
• Poorer cognitive growth &

educational attainment 
• Behavioral and emotional problems
• Poorer health outcomes
• Poorer adult employment & income



Early Impacts on Cognitive and Learning Skills 
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Neurobiological correlates of child poverty 

• children age 7-12 from families with income ~150% FPL score lower on 
measures of prefrontal functioning, especially with respect to working 
memory, visual attention, and language, compared to children from 
middle-income homes 

• infants and young children experiencing chronic stress develop altered 
systems of stress neurobiology that can make them over-reactive to cues 
of threat and less capable of adaptive coping 







the policy context . . .  

• poverty is often absent from the current political debate, even 
though the economy is not absent from this debate 

• studies of early brain development contribute to our 
understanding of the effects of economic stress on child 
development and the importance of early intervention 

• research shows that children's growth is cumulative and 
compounding, underscoring the biological and societal costs of 
failing to intervene early 

• evidence-based interventions provide significantly better 
understanding of what strategies can work to improve 
children's well-being 



Thanks ! 

Ross A. Thompson, Ph.D. 
Department of Psychology 
rathompson@ucdavis.edu 
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